Effect of chronic treatments with ghrelin on milk secretion in lactating rats.
Ghrelin, a novel acylated peptide and endogenous ligand for growth hormone (GH) secretagogue receptor, was originally isolated from rat and human stomachs. In addition to its GH-releasing activity, ghrelin plays an important role in many physiological functions, including food intake, gastric acid secretion, neonatal development, and so on. In this study, the effect of daily treatment with ghrelin on milk production was investigated in lactating rats and the development of the pups was monitored. Daily subcutaneous injection of ghrelin into nursing dams for 8 days from parturition caused a significant increase in milk yield and litter weight gain. When litters nursed by ghrelin-treated and saline-treated dams were interchanged on day 4 of lactation, the growth curves were reversed. Daily injections of ghrelin also increased plasma GH levels. Northern blot analysis revealed that daily injection of ghrelin significantly increased mammary casein mRNA expression. In addition, RT-PCR analysis showed that a ghrelin receptor was present in the mammary glands of lactating rats. These results suggest that ghrelin may play an important role in milk production in lactating dams.